Mapping Charisma in Chinese Religion
Introduction and Glossary Vincent Goossaert and David Ownby T he study of Chinese religion has long been a divided field. 1 Philologically grounded sinologists have studied the texts of China's classical religious traditions (Daoism, Buddhism, and Confucianism), while anthropologists, until recently working largely in the Chinese diaspora (Taiwan, Hong Kong, and the overseas Chinese communities of Southeast Asia), have examined the living practices (particularly ritual practices) of contemporary Chinese religion. Recent events, however, have fundamentally changed the reality, the perception, and the study of Chinese religion. One of these events is a religious awakening of historic proportions under way in the People's Republic of China since the late 1970s, a revival which spans the full spectrum of religious groups, including Buddhists, Daoists, Christians, Muslims, as well as new religious groups like Falun Gong and a wide array of popular religious movements. Similarly, the lifting of martial law on Taiwan in 1987 was accompanied by a liberalization of state religious policy which has transformed Taiwan's religious marketplace into a flourishing, dizzyingly diverse panorama of religious activity and innovation. The significance of these events for the study of Chinese religion can only be hinted at in this brief introduction. Suffice it to say that China's relative openness to Western scholarship, combined with the ongoing pan-Chinese religious revival, is allowing scholars to craft new and broader narratives of the history of religion in modern China, and to bridge the perceived divide between the experience of religion in the People's Republic and the experience of religion elsewhere in the Chinese world. 2 The sociology of religion has been a relatively neglected methodology in studies of Chinese religion since the Communist revolution, although this too is beginning to change. The French scholar Marcel Granet (1884-1940), who was Marcel Mauss' student and one of Western sinology's godfathers, 3 laid the basis for a sociological sinology in his work in the first half of the twentieth century. Scholars in China-where sociology, long suppressed as a bourgeois science, is now flourishing 4 5 The express goal of this conference was to bring together China scholars with noted authorities in the sociology of religion (having little or no expertise on China) in the hope of initiating a dialogue which would enrich both perspectives.
One of the key concepts debated at the Hong Kong conference was that of charisma. Until very recently, sociological concepts such as charisma have not been much in favor with the specialists of Chinese religion. To be sure, the words "charisma" and "charismatic" occur frequently in the literature on Chinese religion, but usually as a shorthand for common-sense references to awe-inspiring or otherwise impressive persons, rather than as a reflective use of the complicated theories of charisma that social scientists have developed continually since Max Weber first coined the concept. Arguably, the exercise of comparing and theorizing was long overdue. No one would deny that modern and contemporary China has had its share of charismatic figures. Revolutionaries would occupy the place of honor, beginning with Mao Zedong, but founders of new religions would come a close second. One thinks immediately of Hong Xiuquan (1812-1864), the aspiring Confucian scholar whose dream vision created a messianic, Christian-inspired Taiping kingdom which fought the Qing empire to a standstill in the mid-nineteenth century before being eventually defeated, leaving tens of millions dead in its wake. 6 Other candidates might include the founders of the redemptive societies, the new religions of early twentieth-century China who, in the face of the failure of both the late imperial empire and its Taiping nemesis, set out to create a new spiritual identity for a modern China. One such leader, Zhang Tianran (d. 1947) created Yiguandao during the late 1920s, a movement that now has millions of members throughout the world who revere Zhang as an incarnate Buddha. The leaders of the redemptive societies were in some ways the forerunners of the qigong masters who led the qigong boom in reform-era China. Other charismatic figures would surely include Buddhist reformers such as Taixu (1890-1947) on the mainland, and a number of Buddhist innovators on Taiwan. Case studies of these larger-than-life charismatic figures would surely be instructive, but studies of more localized, small-scale cases of charisma can prove equally illuminating for theoretical and comparative purposes.
Any consideration of the construction of charisma in Chinese religion must begin with the signal research of Stephan Feuchtwang and Wang Mingming, published as Grassroots Charisma in 2001. 7 The very nature of the scholarly collaboration, as well as the research strategy employed in the volume, reflect the recent changes in the field of Chinese religion studies mentioned above. Feuchtwang is a British social anthropologist who first trained with Maurice Freedman, the noted specialist of Chinese kinship, and Wang Mingming is a Chinese anthropologist who did his doctoral work in England. Their collaboration marks the scholarly cross-fertilization made possible by China's openness to the outside world. In addition, Grassroots Charisma examines case studies of local leadership in both China (more specifically Fujian) and Taiwan, with the two scholars working on both sides of the Taiwan Straits, in hopes of transcending the narrowly political histories of the mainland and Taiwan so as to anchor their systematic findings concerning the fabric of local leadership in a more inclusive view of Chinese culture (although culture is seen as an evolving product of history and not an essentialized set of predispositions).
Beginning with a definition of charisma as "an expectation of the extraordinary," the authors examine the evolving nature of local leadership, illustrating how claims to efficacy-as well as the moral justifications which undergird the actualization of charisma-tack between religious settings (i.e., a temple) and political settings (i.e., local government institutions), and back again over the course of the twentieth century. The authors stress that charisma is a relationship mutually constructed by leaders and followers rather than an innate set of powers possessed by an awe-inspiring leader. Achievement of charisma-the embodiment of the qualities of leadership, the attraction of followers, the representation of their interests and dreams in real or utopian projects-requires constant attention to the shifting terrain of real and symbolic domains of political and moral authority. Overlaps between local representations of good political leadership (such as the Maoist evocation of self-sacrifice and ascetic lifestyles for the realization of the common good) and of good temple leadership (devoting all of one's resources to restoring village honor and welfare through the temple) represent particularly fruitful venues for exploring the religious-political continuum where charisma is deployed.
Such a perspective allowed Feuchtwang and Wang to wed their very local case studies to broader trends in the historical evolution of the Chinese world-or to the world in general, since both China and Taiwan are intimately linked to any number of globalizing economic and cultural trends. For example, the authors convincingly link a "disenchantment" prompted by real estate speculation, gambling and other seedy aspects of boom-time Taiwan in the 1980s and 1990s to the evolution of the expression and embodiment of charisma in the local leaders they study.
Drawing inspiration from Feuchtwang and Wang's work, our aim for the present issue is to focus on the operation of charisma as it contributes to shaping the ongoing transformation of religion in the Chinese world. Most studies of religious change in Chinese societies have granted primary agency to political factors. While not denying the importance of politics, the internal operation of charismatic renewal, in complex interplay with political authority (sometimes cooperative, sometimes confrontational, often a mixture of both) cannot be overlooked. The history of qigong, where China's political leaders gave free rein to "scientists of the cosmic breath" only to find these charismatic "scientists" had in no time built huge and devoted followings, is a telling example.
In this context, the present special issue of Nova Religio focuses on the role of charisma in renewing Chinese religion. Not all articles deal with new religions stricto sensu, even though several do, but they all definitely address the topics of religious change and renewal. If charisma is a notion that indissolubly mixes religion and politics, then our essays are definitely more on the religious side, and their contributions attempt to draw attention to the dimension of individual salvation present in most, if not all, mass movements that have shaped modern Chinese societies. The very title, "Mapping Charisma in Chinese Religion," draws attention to the numerous sectors of rapid change in Chinese society where ideas of salvation, revelations, and hope for extraordinary healing, welfare and moral re-orientation fuel a demand for charismatic leaders.
In our contributions to this issue, all authors started from a common definition of charisma as "an expectation of the extraordinary." This definition, elaborated, as already mentioned, in Feuchtwang and Wang's 2001 volume, seemed particularly useful as it squarely defined charisma as a relationship rather than an individual quality, and as it identified its object as something different in nature from other, more mundane expectations people have of their leaders, such as good governance, increased wealth, peace, and so on. The authors in this issue have all attempted to refine this concept by looking at how this extraordinariness can be defined, promised, negotiated, and delivered in the specific context of modern and contemporary Chinese culture. Rather than insisting on an indigenous Chinese charisma-which would diminish the comparative value of our research-this issue is an attempt to refine the concept of "charisma" to make it fully relevant to, and useful in, studying Chinese society and religion in general, and new religions in particular, in a global context of which Chinese religion is increasingly a part.
This issue begins with an overview by Vincent Goossaert of how charisma can be used as a tool to classify and understand the very diverse world of Chinese religious specialists. Next come more focused, fieldwork-based studies on various types of charismatic leaders. Julia Huang and Ji Zhe both study the world of Taiwanese Buddhism, arguably one of the most prolific fields of charismatic ambitions in the contemporary world. Julia Huang's study of a distinctly gendered type of charisma is devoted to Zhengyan, the nun who founded and still leads a huge international charity, the Buddhist Compassion Relief Tzu Chi Foundation (Ciji gongdehui; hereafter "Tzu Chi"), and the complex emotional interactions between her and her female adepts. Ji Zhe looks at a smaller group, the Modern Chan Society, and its founder Li Yuansong, who has both renounced traditional Buddhist concepts of authority to establish his own charisma, and also found within the Buddhist tradition a solution to the conundrum of charismatic succession. The following article by David Palmer examines the qigong movement, arguably the largest deployment of charisma in mainland China since Mao's years. Palmer observes in detail how qigong masters created a bodily charisma. Stephan Feuchtwang reflects on the previous essays and, in light of his earlier work on charismatic leadership in local society, offers new ways to engage theories of charisma with the Chinese experience and to use the Chinese experience to amplify the study of charisma elsewhere. Finally, in Field Notes, David Ownby examines how body charisma functions among Falun Gong practitioners in the Chinese diaspora, where they are largely cut off from Falun Gong leader and founder Li Hongzhi, as well as from one another. How can charisma work in a community that is largely "virtual?" This variety of articles serves to map charisma, then, in a number of diverse manifestations within the context of Chinese religion.
A glossary of Chinese terms used in the articles begins on page 9.
ENDNOTES
1 The term "Chinese religion" in the singular is used by a number of scholars in the field to address the whole variety of religious practices, ideas, and specialists in Chinese societies without over-emphasizing the opposition between the various institutionalized traditions such as Buddhism, Taoism, Confucianism, and others. 
